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This paper examines the phenomenon of magazine

success and failure as demonstrated by two regional magazines,
"Southern Living" and "Southern Voices." The former, a combination of

articles about food, travel,

sports, and other positive aspects of

southern life, was gquickly accepted by its readers and advertisers
and began earning profits within four years. The latter, which was
comnmitted to in-depth coEmentary on the South's social, economic, and

political affairs, was beset by financial,

advertising, distribution,

and design problems and eventually folded. (KS)
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Southern Living and Volcea: Models of Regienal Magazine Success and Fallure

Pregented at the Fifth Anoual Maeting of the Popular Culture Assn. in the South

by Jolm W. English, School of Journalism, University of Georgia.

Although the South bas fostered its share of exceptional writers, the region
has pever been known for its great journalism, especially the magazine variety.
Two case studies of regional pericdicals offer some fresh insights into the complex
world of biz-business publiching 'as well &s into the not-so-sophisticated mass media
sudience In the South.

Let's begin by looking at a phamomenal success story: Southern Livisg (SL).

Southern Living was first published in 1266 Ly the Progressiva Parmer Co. in

Birmingham, Ala. Progresgive Farmnr already had 80 years of editorial, advertising

and circulation expertise to draw om and its first direct-mail solicitation letters
for SL notted 200,000 initial subacrihters, (The return rate was am astonishing
9.2 per cent per 10C; thz ucual is about 2 to 4 par cent.)

Southern Living was evidently modeled aftcr Suncet mogazine, a reglonal
publication in the Vaest catering to the lifestyle tlwre. 0.B. Copeland, the first
SL editor and now assiszaat té the president of tha parent cotpany, belicves that
the magazine began vrltinz about "what they knew cbout'--food, homea, landscape
and nearby travel-vacatiocn-recreation spots. “Southern Living would have gome
down the drain 1f we had dealt with the issues of the regioa~~racial troubles,
economle or international izsues,” Copeland admits. "We would bévg to have had
higher priced editcrial talent to do that. 5o we didn't try to compete with nntional
magazines.”

Copeland noted th&t the magazine early discovered that its readership was 60
per cent women and that they worried about being just a “woman's magazine," so
sports and outdoors seétions were sdded to broaden the editorial scope and widen
the g&ééfﬁising base. Special issues devoted to camping and football are regularly
scheduled facets éf the current editorlal poliey.

"We took a positive approach," Copeland eontinues, "on the belief that Southerner

1 were ready for a magazine that communicated with them., We have never taken and still

~don't take stands on issu2a. In fact, the magazine has no editorial page. We

: Ehiﬁg 1E‘grb§;:sr‘§a hava an article on family cavping in the Smokies than to
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As any casual reader of Southzrn Livine will deteect, the positive approach

editorial poliey translates into contont ranlked by elassifieation: £food, 19%;

travel, 18%; pardening, 16%: building, 137: cultural interest, il%Z; home furaizhings,

4

8%: sports, BZ: general Interest and other, 7%. Southern Living publishes 62 recipes

per issue, more than any other national vomen's magzzine on the market.

Southern L;?inﬁ‘g formula clicksd vith its readers and advertisers and within

four years the magaszina vas ecarning tidy profits, a phenomenzl feat in the risky
field of publishing. Copeland believas thet simplicity 13 the key to 1its success.
The makeup and design i3 simple and clean. More than £0 per cent of its editorial
content 1s ctaff written. About tue~thirds of the stories run in the 500 to 700~
word tange, while the fow longer ones rarely exceed 1500 words. Staff writers
adhere to the provincial line and only try to "whet the appetite of readers," mover

satisfy themn.

In terms of advertising markels, 3cuthern Living covers tha A and B markets

(incom=s above $15,009) while Progres
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Southern Living’s track record in gafning both regisnal cnd natlenal advertising is

certainly enviable, partly bacause it now reaches 1.2 million subseribers in a
l6-state replon for a very high pznetration level. Repional advertising ean be
pinpointed to tairget grovps in as dany as 400 cpecified editions (such as Metro
Atlanta only) but generally the nagazine runa sbout 100 different breakdowna each
month.

In 1975, Southern Livirpg sold 1200 full papes of advertising, ranking 20th

among all magnzines In the country. Since the company actempts to maintain a ratie
of 54 per eent advertising to 46 par cent editerial content, a numiber of issues
each year go over the hefty 300-page barrier. In fact, some roaders arc now

mplaining that the magezine 13 too big and awesome, Copeland admits.

‘ﬂ‘

Like szny successful executive, Mr. Conpeland proudly boasts about his firm's
business acumen. '"'Syncrgism" within the cempany is the way to prosper, he saya.
Each section of the magazine has npun oif book divisions, which earned 544 million
in sales in 1975. "We alue oy the only complete 1lzt of U.8. farmers," Copeland
notes, and the company mines that iist to sell products, mail-uvrder insurance and
other mervices to farm Telks. Tie cowpany also runs its cwn couputerized subacriptior

fulfillment servics, a 600,000-1!st of book buyars and two other publientions—-

Antique Monthly and D=coratisg and Craft Tdean. Ingeniously, material sent in from

readers gets wulti-use. Egsdefﬁ' recipen, which flov in at thE rate of about 5000 .
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also ate successful. Quilt block designs uubmitted to a contest ara kent and
raprirvted in a book. And szo on.

=€

While the company 1s privately ouned and r2fuses to make its bottom line profit
margin publie, a cursory cxaulaatlon of its income potentinl is impressive.
Advertising rates are moderately high at 58,640 for a black/white page and 512,220
for a four-cclor page. When considered in context of the 1200-pige canual volume,
then advertising revzzue rivals subseriptlon iuncom=: $7 per times 1.2 millioan (and
a high ronowval rate). By any eatimcte, Eouthera Living's figures spell respec:able

profitcs.

Southern Voices:

A recesslon renr, such o3 1974, miy not have besn the best time to start a
new magazine. Yet Peonle magazine and Fuctlcr did it suszeegetully. So did The South,

a businzes-cricnted mazazioe out of Tacpa. In March of that year, the first issue

of Southern Voices made its appearance. The bi-monthly, general-interest magazine

emerged when the Atlanta-based Southern Replomal Counci) decided to combine 1ts

two small publicatious--New South and South Today--into one. The new magazine was

committed to in-depth reporting anﬂ commentary on the South's social, economle and
political affairs, reflecting the research and gaais of the council (the South's
oldest bil-racial group devoted to eivil rights).

The magazine's prospectus boldly announced: "We feel the time is propitious

and appropriate for publication for suzh a magazine. It will reflect the growing

awarenass of Southernzrs of advantares their reglon has ever others, a reasoned
and reallstlic sclf-confidence and datermiaarion ro hold to and improve on those
advantages--vhat we have come to call a new Southern consciousness.”

SRC's new publicntion had many things goiuz for it. 7The reputation of the
council as a rellable and acecurate soucca of iuforwatlen about the South wau a major
asset. Its extensive library and reszarch dopartment were also valuable resources
for the magazine editors. €Staff contascts throughout the regilon were already
és:gblisheéi Even financlal support seemed solid. As a non-profilf, tax-exempt

organization, SRC had received a grant from the Ford Foundation to sulsidize the
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The sconomics of starting the magazine were eritieally significant. Business
manager James H. Wood Jr. said that Richard Lenson, a direct mail consultant for

such magazines as P'sycholegy Today, was engaged to initiate the subseription drive.

fensen's plan was to send cut 1 nillion direet mail letters to southerners (at a
cost of $110,009) wich the expectation of getting a rcaponse rate of 4 per cent or
40,000 subscribers. A sazple test-maillag offering a moepbership package similar

to the Smithsonian Imstitution's Suithscuilan magazine was tried, but rejected becaus
of poor results. Thus, SRC was offering six issuecs of the wagacine alone for %5.
Subscription payments were not only expected to finance s second massive mailing,
but also net about 550,000 in operating funda.

Tha hiteh in Eenszon's pién wag that the mailing lists he used comtained many
duplicationa, since they were talken from disparate sources. Some potentcial sub-
gseribers received as mowy as nine solicltation letters, vhile many recelved two or
three. "We should have doma a 'merpe purge' to clean up thz lists,” Vood said in
a recent intervicw. "Wz could have zaved about 540,000 and would have reached

twlee as nmany pecple in -tke process. Wood now bhalicves he chould have waitad
another six months before publishiag while these details were worked out. HNonethele
the campalpn penerated 17,000 paid subscriptions aud an addltional 4000 to 5000
came in once publicaclon hagan.

Sceuring advertising presented even more problens for the new publication. Woe
hired a New York ropresentative vho worked for Penthouse, but the rep's background
was in radio advertising and he was unable to persuade Madison Avenue agencles to

place national accounts in a regional publicativn. The small circulation was a

major drawback for national advertisers. Yet the Southern Voices staff also made
virtually no efforts to lure in reglonal or Arlenta accounts. Hence, little
advertising was actually sold. Even the tenm pages or =0 that did appear in each
issue were mostly freshles, given avay to lead the appeataég; that the magnzine was
an advertising medium. The fact was, listle revenua came in from sdvertising. "Yea
didn't do enough planning on the advertising sile,” Veod now saya. Mintake iumber
two.

Distribution was also fumbled. Uewpstand sales were consintently poor, mostly
becausae the covers lacked a stroag logotype, no strong identifying motif frow. the
region, small "soft-sell” cover lines referring tc lts editorial content. One cove:

gfig black woman reportedly had difficulty getting ncwsstand displey in provincial =
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admitted thet even though the $1.50 magazine was given away to the dealers, they
still didn't sell.

I+ may seem somswbat ironic that Southern Veices was printed by Oxmoor publishers

in Birminghom, vhen enc realizes that Oxmoor is a subsidiary of Progressive Farmer
Co. Oxmoor submitted a 40 per cent lower bid than the other tvo orinters, Wood

explained. Southern Iiving's 0.B. Copeliad confirmed that the printing was

negotiated on a "strietly business propezition.” Copeland sald he thought the

in on a snobbish, educated
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magazine was dcemed from the start becauss it was
audienze” and bacause its capital was just "not ensush money to survive."
Editor Pat tr<tovs acknowladges that the project was "undercapitalized” but

he flpured thry could squoak by 1f advertising came through. Rising costs of

printing, paper and postaps also made expenscs more than original pr ojeetions. "It
was a mistaks to go the big mogazine format with slick paper and four-color and all,

thinking we were polng to get advertisiag,” WVatters now says. He alse credits the

"When the

stock market went to hell, foundations cut back and th=o cont lnulng subsldy ve cxpeets’
just dried up. At the same time, SRC's operatinp expenses nearly doubled and staff

had to be laid off."”

"There ware only rhree of us on the edfrorial s:aff full-time and we worked
our butts off,"” Wutters went on. 'Generally, I'd say that the mapazine did refleet

the philozophy we set out. The response from readers was remarkable. But the most
heartening thinz of : 11 waa discovering a lot of hungry writers in the Sauth. When
we suspended publicztien, w2 had over 200 mamuacripts oa file and 11oat of them were
printable."”

Southern Voices' edlitorial mix was full of gviprises: poetry, fictien, cssavs
— - ¥

by known vriters and {irst-rate reportuge. Convicta and college students contributed
work as did such pros as T. Harry Williams and John Eperton. The subjects cavered
were unlinited: a treatise on cornbzi.ad, reflections by a North Carolina Ku Klux

t

)

Klansman, an essay on prowing up Jewish {a tha Bille Belt, an account of the la

r]

Grand Ole Opry show at the Ryman, and perceptive picces on Caiun culture and th
role of black women 1in the South.

Watters remalns proud of the editorlal content of Southern Volcey. He cites

Joe Cumming's proflis of Ureene County, Ala., Toa Wicker's article on 5en., Sam Ervin

S an nd Bill Edgélath & pizce on :ha “spacamﬁn ffam Pnﬁcugaula as sfguificant new
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But Watters is also quick te point out: 'Vrlters should never statt a mazazine.
While he deezn't believe that there 1s a conacction betueen editorial content and
business success or failure, he sav's he certaianly didn't know as much about the
design and businass sszpects of magazine publishing az he should have.

Allen Freeman, the former mamaging cditer, alse believes the words (or articles
themselves} reflected the origiual phllossphy, but that the desipn at first warred
with the words for the reader’'s atten “~n. "After we had the magarine redesigned,
made it lezs showy and less lew York Mapazine, the oditerlal comtent workad better.

I guess ve went oo fer in assuming thar readess wanted things that were challenging.

Pat Watters didn't vant to eater eor atecd down to readors and T apreed with that. -

I suppose those words covld have been produced in a respectable mzpazine at a much

lowar coct, but once we put out a quzlity product, we didn't feel we cauld change.
3 1 Y I 3 4

There was some talk of turning the mapazine Into a tabloid newspaper and continning
publication, but wve rejrcted thar id=a. Yet, the loss of the mapazine was a trapedy.
Watters is still corvinced that the Seuth 13 the best place for a regilonsl
magazine, and {jgures that one's chances for survival are better now with Incrcased
Southern comscicusnesa. Jim Wood also thinks the ungozine may have just been ahead
of 1ts time: "A lot of people recad the mogazine and saw what was written about the
South and were excited by it. Even our criticisn was written with love and respeet,

We believed in that wagazine and took a gamble wilth it and failed.”

In many ways, the pligﬁt of Southern Voices was hinged to the status of the
Southern Reglonal Counecil, the 32-year old race relations "think tank." Uhen the
magazine plunged $20,000 into the red, the SRC had no contingency funds t~ ball them
out, wmuch iéés back an additional 5100,000 direet mail campaign. The mapgazine sought
support frem its rcaders Ly cneouraging rencwale esen before the first year's
subscriztiens cxpired. About 25 per cent of the 22,000 subscribers sent Im rencwal
checks, counting on the mapgazine to hepin pubilshing again in the Spring of 1975.

But those additionzl funds were uct enougl te suscaln the magazine and SRC
decided to fold the operation after only four 1ssues, Further, thev offered rcenewing
supporters an opportunity to eithar raczive alternative SRC publicziions, or to

donate their payment as a tagz=deductible gift or to walt on a zash refund. Most

‘opted for the raofund, but Yood says that they are atill waiting fur their checka,

- The council has nuver sent back a perny of the $70,000 due its faithful subscribera.

i~ Since then, SRC's woes have eteadily mounted. Its budget plurmetad from -




social change is

"Ko ono wants

-

e story of Scuthern Voices 1s more typlezl of

An addendunm: ERegrertably, £

wagazine publishing than chat of Soutkern Living., In f2gt, Maz

Assn. has done study on chanees of a nsv magozine's rcurvival and reports that

5]

Just more than 70 per cert of such ventures fail. Terhaps if the Southern Repiomal
Council had bteen aware of the high risk involved, itrs staffers would have taken

more time and cautlovs sicps to Insure 1ts success. Since the death of Southern

VYnices, the Sauth reanin: withoue a regfoanl magazlne of substance, ercating a

vacuum into which a Clay Telker will comeday move with a New Sou
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